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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to propose a framework for understanding the antecedents of
emergency response performance.
Design/methodology/approach – Emergency response is vital in cases of emergencies, as prompt
and speedy services determine the difference between life and death. Emergency responders
normatively work in team and in concert to ensure that mitigation efforts can be accomplished to
reduce loss of life and property. As such, it is imperative that emergency responders perform tasks at
hand as efficiently as possible as a team.
Findings – The paper discusses possible antecedents that determine an emergency response team’s
performance and offers a conceptual framework based on Robbin’s model of group behavior and the
existing literature to explain emergency response team performance.
Originality/value – The paper presents an overview on emergency management, antecedents of an
emergency response team’s performance, and proposes a framework to investigate the antecedents of
an emergency response team’s performance.
Keywords Emergency measures, Emergency treatment, Performance levels, Team working
Paper type Literature review
1. Introduction
Emergencies are incidents that occur suddenly, unexpectedly, and life threatening.
They come in various forms and sizes such as in the form of floods, hurricanes,
earthquakes, fires, hazardous material, terrorism, and nuclear accidents (Ford and
Schmidt, 2000). The last decades saw increasing numbers of incidents occurring
around the globe and some of the memorable events include the 1974 chemical plant
explosion at Flixborough in the UK, the 1976 toxic chemical release in Seveso, Italy, the
1979 a nuclear power plant accident at Three Mile Island in Pennsylvania, USA, and a
railway accident involving various dangerous products in the suburbs of Toronto in
Canada also in 1979. The 1984 toxic cloud release at Bhopal, India and the 1986
radiation exposure at Chernobyl, near Ukraine at the time part of the Soviet Union,
marked some of the worst incidents in the 1980s. The most recent emergency incident,
which can be said to have changed the world’s geo-political system, is the attack on the
World Trade Centre and the Pentagon, generally dubbed as the 9/11 incident.
Emergencies, regardless of severity, generally cause either loss of lives or property
or both. To mitigate these losses, emergency responders or emergency response teams,
such as firefighting teams, medical teams, police, and civil defense are vital. Their
speedy, quick and prompt responses under these circumstances may determine one’s
life and death and the degree of destruction on property involved. The slower the
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response, the worse the damage caused. Because of the vitality of their role in cases of
emergencies, it is important for us to understand how to make them perform more
efficiently especially during emergencies, and this paper aims to do just that.
Specifically, this paper intends to discuss antecedents of emergency response teams
based on empirical evidence established in the body of knowledge related to
emergency. To help this paper toward this end, Robbin’s (1993) general model of group
behavior is used as the underlying basis to understand emergency response team’s
performance. Finally, this paper also offers a conceptual framework involving the
antecedents identified to help us understand how emergency response team
performance can be enhanced.
2. Emergency management
Effective management of emergency situations requires collective and cooperative
emergency teamwork from various emergency agencies, and emergency response
preparedness is a critical element in any emergency management system for
emergency mitigation efforts. According to Coleman (2005), emergency management
comprises three phases: planning, response, and recovery by emergency responders. In
each phase three critical emergency response factors determine the success of an
emergency management operation, i.e. resources, system, and personnel. While each
phase in the emergency management is unique, it often overlaps in its execution with
each other. According to Coleman, the planning phase involves designing plans or
procedures to save lives and minimize damage when an emergency occurs. Planning,
training, and disaster drills are essential elements in planning. These activities ensure
that not only the best possible response is offered by emergency responders during
emergencies but also aimed at preventing an emergency from occurring. Thus,
planning activities are based upon the premise that emergency impact will occur and
that plans, procedures, and resources must be prepared in advance. These are designed
not only to support a timely and effective emergency response to the threat of
imminent impact, but also to guide the process of emergency recovery. As such the
agency managing the emergency needs to address pertinent issues in terms of: which
agencies will participate; what emergency response and recovery actions are feasible
for each emergency; how the agencies will function; what resources the agencies need;
and how the emergency planning (preparedness) will be established and maintained.
The second phase of emergency management is response. It involves activities
conducted during emergency and immediately after the emergency so that the
situation following the impact can be stabilized. In this phase the goal is to save lives
and property (Doyle, 1996; Ford and Schmidt, 2000; Kelly, 1995; Ramachandran, 1999;
Tierney et al., 2001) by positioning emergency resources, such as emergency and
rescue equipments and supplies, food, water, shelter, and medical provisions, and
systems at the right time and place. During this phase the responsible personnel
managing the emergency must also continually assess the damage and coordinate the
arrival of converging equipment and supplies so they can be deployed promptly to
those areas with the greatest need. The response phase ends when the situation is
stabilized, which means that the risk of loss of life and property has de-escalated back
to the pre-crisis level. The response phase is actually the phase that puts the plans in




The final phase of the emergency management is the recovery phase, which
involves actions taken to return the community to normal following an emergency. The
immediate objective of recovery measures is to restore the physical infrastructure of
the community namely water, sewer, electrical power, telecommunication, and
transportation. However, the ultimate objective is to restore the community’s quality of
life to at least the same level as it was before the emergency. The recovery phase has
short term and long-term measures. The relief and rehabilitation efforts, which include
clearance of debris and restoration of critical public services and provision of care to
the victims, are short-term measures, while reconstruction activities (i.e. rebuilding of
major structures such as building, roads, and bridges) are long term measures.
In all of these three phases, emergency preparedness is crucial to mitigate the loss of
lives and property. Emergency responders need not only be prepared to plan what to
do when an emergency strikes, but also be prepared what to do during an emergency,
and be prepared what to do to restore order after an emergency. Whilst preparation is
key in all stages of emergency management, this paper is particularly concerned with
the second stage i.e. response because this is the stage where the moment of truth
actually takes place. In emergency, time is essence to mitigation. The faster the
emergency responders in responding to emergency situations, the more loss of life and
property could be prevented. Emergency response then becomes crucial to any
emergency efforts and activities. In this context, emergency response refers to
collaborative effort of broad range agencies through effective deployment and
coordination to minimize effectively (Flin and Slaven, 1996; Granot, 1997; Kelly, 1995)
the impact of a life threatening situation, which usually occurs suddenly and
unexpectedly (Goetsch, 2005). Since the severity of the damage is highly dependent on
emergency response, it is therefore important to investigate and examine ways to
enhance emergency response. To do this, it is pertinent to understand what influences
or contributes to emergency response. Toward this end, a review of relevant literature
is offered so that a model to explain emergency response can be proposed.
3. Group/team level analysis of emergency response
In an attempt to propose a model of emergency response, this paper has taken to
approach the subject from the group/team level analysis since emergency response
activities are collective effort (Goetsch, 2005; Granot, 1997). A group has been defined
in various ways. Guzzo and Dickson (1996), for example, define work group as being
made up of individuals who see themselves and who are seen by others as a social
entity, who are interdependent because of the tasks they perform as members of a
group, who are embedded in one or more larger social systems (e.g. community,
organization, etc.), and who perform tasks that affect others such as customer or
coworker. To the general public, groups and teams may have similar connotations but
upon a closer examination these two concepts have differences, albeit in their subtlety.
Katzenbach and Smith (1993) assert that groups become teams when they develop a
sense of shared commitment and strive for synergy among members. Work teams do
not exist in isolation. Teams are composed of individual members working together. It
has an internal structure that defines member roles, norms, and leadership. Because
teams are generally structured, it is argued that teams generally perform better than





et al., 2006) as they have the potential to enhance member motivation, production, and
satisfaction (Campion et al., 1993, 1996; Gladstein, 1984; Hackman, 1990; McIntyre and
Salas, 1995). In a review conducted by Ford and Schmidt (2000), it is argued that
emergency response requires teams of interdependent members to enhance real world
performance. Team in this paper refers to a single emergency response crew, such as
firefighting teams who are responsible to prevent, extinguish, and control the fire, to
protect lives and property damage in the case of fire outbreak, and to provide
humanitarian services to life and property in the occurrence of a disaster.
To help understand how emergency response team’s performance can be enhanced,
Robbin’s (1993) general model of group behavior is applied. This model is applicable to
explain emergency responders’ performance since effective emergency management
requires that emergency responders work as a team rather than as a single individual
since members in a particular team has specific and distinct roles to play during cases
of emergency (Baldwin, 1994). In the case of fire, each firefighter knows what he is
supposed to do which includes maintaining the water pressure level, mobilizing
firefighting equipment at the scene, rescuing victims and property, and controlling the
fire. Only when emergency responders work as a team that group synergy is achieved.
According to Hackman (1987), group synergy is a result of group outcomes that may
be quite different from those that would be obtained by simply adding up the
contributions of individual members. However, in applying the general model to
emergency response situation, one should be wary of modifications that may be
required on the model to make it relevant to the work team in question. Take a
firefighter team that has five to seven members for example.
According to Robbins, team performance depends on two main components namely
team member resources and team structure. Team member resources refer to member’s
contribution that influences the whole team outcomes, and they include team member
ability and team member personality characteristics. On the other hand team structure
refers to the internal team factors that would influence the team outcome. The team
structure defines the member’s roles, norms, composition, and leadership. Robbin’s
(1993) model postulates that team member resources and team structure can
independently predict team performance, and the interaction between team member
resources and team structure can also predict team performance. The discussion now
turns to explain how team member resources and team structure act as antecedents to
team performance.
3.1 Team member resources
A work team method of job design requires individuals to interact at varying degree of
interdependency to achieve shared outcome (Salas et al., 1992). In other words, team
performance is, to a large extent, dependent on the resources that its team member
individually brings to the team (Robbins, 1993). According to Barrick et al. (1998), team
output depends on individual contributions; it follows that greater levels of
contributions among team members should lead to higher team performance.
Moreover, English et al. (2004) have identified characteristics of individual team
members as one of the focus in team research. In this paper, team member resources
that have been identified as significant in explaining team performance of emergency




3.1.1 Team member ability. Team member ability refers to the task related abilities
of the team members (Robbins, 1993), such as physical ability, weight, and height. The
job of emergency responders is recognized as a physically demanding occupation
(Davis et al., 1982; Gledhill and Jamnik, 1992; Williford et al., 1999) and high level of
physical fitness is an aid to them (Rhea et al., 2004). In two different experimental study
among firefighters, physical fitness was found to be related to job performance (Rhea
et al., 2004; Williford et al., 1999). Besides physical fitness studies have also found other
team member abilities namely height and weight to be influential to performance
(Samson et al., 2000; Troosters et al., 1999; Williford et al., 1999), because weight and
height are associated with speed that is the task relevant ability required in emergency
response.
3.1.2 Team member personality. Personality traits are also considered a vital team
member resource factor that has an impact on emergency response performance.
Personality affects team performance by strongly influencing how individuals will
interact with other team members (Robbins, 1993). Generally personality is known as
an individual attribute, however, in team settings the team personality composition
refers to the mix of team member’s individual traits (Barrick et al., 1998). Due to the
interdependent nature of teams and interpersonal demands that interdependence
poses, personality is commonly associated with team performance (Moreland and
Levine, 1992).
3.2 Team structure
Team performance is not merely the summation of its individual member’s
contributions (Robbins, 1993). Several researchers have hypothesized that variation in
team performance can be explained by differences in team structure (Cohen and Bailey,
1997; Gladstein, 1984; Hackman, 1987; Manz, 1992; Stewart and Barrick, 2000;
Wageman, 1995). Team structure shapes the behavior of members and makes it a
possible determinant in explaining and predicting team performance (Robbins, 1993).
According to Greenberg and Baron (1997), team structure keeps the team members
together so they can function as a unit. The team structure in this context refers to age,
tenure, leadership, roles, and norms, all of which postulated to be antecedents to team
performance particularly in the field of emergency response.
3.2.1 Team age and tenure. Previous studies have found age to have an impact on
individual performance (Ali and Davies, 2003; Sparrow and Davies, 1988) and team
performance (Ely, 2004; Leonard et al., 2004; Simons et al., 1999; Timmerman, 2000) or
other outcomes. Generally speaking, the studies found that teams homogenous in age
perform better. With respect to experience, studies have also found that the more
experienced one is the better he/she performs at the individual level (Ali and Davies,
2003; Giniger et al., 1983). It was also found that teams heterogeneous in tenure perform
better (Ancona and Caldwell, 1992; Ely, 2004; Hambrick et al., 1996; Pelled et al., 2000).
3.2.2 Leadership. Almost every work team has a leader who can be identified by
his/her formal position in the organization such as departmental manager, supervisor,
project leader or committee chair (Robbins, 1993). The leader’s roles are to define the
directions of and organize the team to maximize progress along such directions which
contribute significantly to team effectiveness (Zaccaro et al., 2001). Leadership has been





performance (Ammeter and Dukerich, 2002). Similar relationships also emerge among
self-managing teams (Cohen et al., 1997) and among teams led by an external leader
(Kirkman and Rosen, 1999). The above findings generally support the argument that
leaders may influence performance of the team because of their ability to inspire and
motivate team members (Shamir et al., 1993). This sets a foundation to examine
leadership as a predictor towards emergency response related behavior.
3.2.3 Roles. In teams, members are expected to play a set of expected behavior in a
social unit known as roles (Robbins, 1993). Role is typical behaviors expected that
characterize a person in a social context (Biddle, 1979). Studies have examined the
influence of team member role and found it to relate to team performance among
students (Stewart et al., 2005), and management teams (Senior, 1997). Each individual
emergency responder is a part of a team. The performance of an individual within the
team is, therefore, an important variable in team performance as a whole. When the
role is absent, the team would have a lower performance level.
3.2.4 Norms. The final structure variable postulated to influence team overall
performance is team norms. Teams establish norms - an acceptable standard of
behaviors that are shared by team members. According to Hackman (1992), norms are
defined as generally agreed upon informal rules that guide members’ behavior. There
is general agreement that norms are structure rather than process because their main
function is to regulate and regularize member behavior (Hackman, 1992). Team norms
can play a large role in determining whether the team will be productive or not
(Feldman, 1984). Norms are also known to be related to team performance (Chatman
and Flynn, 2001; Janicik and Bartel, 2003) and other behavioral outcomes, such as
counterproductive behavior, and withdrawal behavior (Gellatly, 1995; Jackson et al.,
2006). Studies have shown that teams adopting certain norms tend to demonstrate
higher performance (Amundson, 2005).
The empirical evidence presented above suggests that there is some basis to link
team member resources and team structure with team performance, particularly to
emergency responders who typically have to work interdependently with each other
(Ford and Schmidt, 2000) to complement each other’s competencies (Salas et al., 1992).











The preceding discussion has proposed a number of antecedents postulated to explain
emergency response team performance. The next step now is to carry out a scientific
inquiry to validate the proposed framework illustrated in Figure 1. Such an
investigation is particularly pertinent given that many previous studies have focused
on issues related to emergency response such as emergency preparation stage (e.g.
Benson and Westphal, 2005; Markenson et al., 2005; Morey et al., 2002; Peterson and
Perry, 1999; Rottman et al., 2005; Shapiro et al., 2004), and recovery stage (e.g. Moran,
1998, 1999, 2001; Moran and Britton, 1994; Moran and Colless, 1995). By applying the
Robbin’s (1993) model of team performance, one is able to see to what extent such
model is applicable to explain the performance of emergency responders. And if indeed
the model is applicable, then a better understanding of what makes emergency
responders more efficient in responding to emergency situations can be developed.
This in turn can help minimize the impact of an incident specifically in the reduction of
fatality and property damage.
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